For Guadeloupean author Maryse Conde, the writer's major role is to disturb ("inquieter") her readers (PF 77) .1 Her own novels, from her earliest, Heremakhonon (1976) , to Traverse de la mangrove (1989) , bear witness to this attempt to disrupt or trouble comfortable, normative positions, whether they be ideological or aesthetic. At the same time, the distinctiveness of Conde's literary contributions, as well as her affinity with other contemporary writers, can be traced through her double identity quest: to discover her role as a black woman and as a representative of an Antillean literature? Understanding the way these two projects coincide-unsettling norms, affirming postcolonial identities through writing-involves taking stock of the literary and biographical confluences that have shaped Conde's writing over the years. Conde's early years in Guadeloupe, her college education in Paris, her ten years in West Africa, her teaching appointments in France and then the USA, and her return to Guadeloupe in 1986 , all feed into her fictional trajectory as she repeatedly works through the notion of an Antillean identity marked by race and gender. Her work also openly draws upon the intertexts of world literature. For Conde, Antillean literature speaks through several countries, several cultures, several languages. This black woman "tiraillee entre la tradition et le modernisme" 'torn between tradition and modernity' creates a literary amalgam that successfully mixes traditional and modern concerns (qtd. in Shungu 67) .
Conde straddles two literary generations: one that has kept to conventional narrative forms, the other that has launched into novelistic experiments. Through formal experimentation, her recent Travers& de la mangrove accounts for and enacts a polymorphous Antillean culture, thereby relaxing barriers between textual self-consciousness and a social referentiality. Using forms from both popular and "high" literature, Travers& de la mangrove performs a postcolonial investigation revealing the connections between the past of the Antilles and the ever-changing faces of its modernity. For Conde, the feminine paradox is implicit, although paramount: it is through female voices that social transformations are most strongly articulated, but it is also through them that the link between past and future is maintained.
Before discussing Conde's version of the postmodern in Travers& de la mangrove, I would like to consider the evolution of her writing.
Literary Antecedents and the Rebellious Daughter
In many ways, Conde embodies Simone de Beauvoir's image of the original writer who attracts precisely because she shocks or scandalizes (Beauvoir 787) . Unsatisfied with tidy oppositions of saints and sinners, victims and persecutors, her fiction finds the difference within any simple or pure identity. All idealism in Conde's work is tinged with ironic, self-conscious overtones that belie the writer's own bouts with colonial politics, as well as with race and gender issues.
None of her characters is ever constructed unequivocally: idols reveal their weaknesses; the meek show their strength. And while racial, sexual and political oppressions are always denounced, Conde is more often concerned with tracing their complications and intersections than with the clarity of their definitions. In a 1988 interview, Conde assigns this inclination more to women writers than to men: (we) women try to "explorer les profondeurs de nos societes sans trop nous concentrer sur les divisions (noir/blanc, race, racisme) que les auteurs hommes tendent a amplifier" 'explore the depths of our societies without concentrating too much on the divisions (Black/White, race, racism) that male authors tend to amplify' (qtd. in Clark 118 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 17, Iss. 1 [1993] (1980) , black Guadeloupean characters act out the alienation of the female slave descendent, who unsuccessfully seeks in Africa (and through men) some trace of an original (authentic) identity reminiscent of a precolonial time and place in which racial dichotomies and hierarchies would not have been operative. The failure of these quests will eventually cause the author and her characters to focus again on the Antilles and on an identity link through a female lineage rather than a male one. 8 In a second phase, Conde creates fictive histories that document a legitimating past for the Antillean. And although Conde avoids idealizing the collective heritage she researches and (re)creates, this is nevertheless an affirmative stage of her writing, one in which she traces in fiction the possibility of black histories and an intercontinental network in which Antilleans would have a sense of their own syncretic culture. She thus moves away from the "image negative de la culture antillaise" 'negative image of Antillean culture' inherited from her parents' generation (Clark 110 ). Conde's &tat (1984, 1985) , the twovolume saga of the fall of the Bambara empire and the African diaspora, blends fiction and historical document, in effect creating the very ancestry that her previous heroines had longed for. In Moi, Tituba, sorciere noire de Salem (1986), Conde fictively rescues from historical oblivion a Barbadian female slave imprisoned during the Salem witch trials in the colonial United States. In La Vie scelerate (1987), she turns to the fictive genealogy of an Antillean family (based on Conde's own) through several generations and with a staggering cast of characters who come and go in and out of the Antilles at a dizzying pace.
Crucial differences in attitude, genre and style distinguish these two phases of Conde's work. First, the reader notices a gradual shift from an emphasis on the individual's alienated quest for identity to a collective, more harmonized perspective on Antillean distinctiveness.
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(Even the Segou novels seem to prepare this.) Conde's particular version of a return to her native land has caused her to focus more and more on the range of physical and social attributes of the Antilles (their social structures, plants, language, religious beliefs and politics) and less on the psychology of the individual protagonist. This new view of the Antilles, from the inside out, is less estranged, more comfortable with its syncretism as a form of value (rather than as a negative sign of imitation). Concurrently, Conde's novels and stories of the second phase change optic: from a certain tough-spirited postmodern view that emphasizes the fragmented, alienated quality of contemporary discourse and life via an alienated black female subject, Conde moves more toward the historical epic that underlines the vast collective movements of past societies. Even Moi, Tituba, sorciere noire de Salem, which focuses on a particular historical figure, takes care to emphasize typical traits of Antillean lore, its myths and magic as they are marked by the feminine. And instead of portraying the Barbadian female slave as a pitiful victim, as the character Veronica Mercier might have done in Heremakhonon, Conde's later novel gives voice to a resourceful survivor and heroic resister of oppression. Alienation for the black Antillean woman thus becomes less a matter of internal conflict than of social inequity (one that is shown in Moi, Tituba to be greater for a black woman than for a black man). Like Jean Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea, Conde's Moi, Tituba rewrites the shadowy figure of a "master narrative" (Jane Eyre and the Salem witch trials, respectively) and reinstitutes value in the culture of the Caribbean as it is specifically enacted by a woman (in Conde's case by a black wornan).9
Travers& de la mangrove of a modem, multicultural society interact with tradition, local superstition, and a distinct Antillean environment (climate, geography, etc.)? As in Heremakhonon, the plot ofTraversee takes place in a present that is understood through the memories of the individual.
But like the second phase novels, Traversee does not limit its focus to one or two characters; rather, it gives expression to the individuals of an entire community. Antillean culture (like a language) is articulated , which tends to place her avocation in the margins. Despite the fact that some of the offensive social hierarchies based on race and cultural origin have loosened their hold over the years, the returning writer is by definition an outsider or foreigner, in fact doubly so: the language spoken by most is Creole, and it is the language associated with the politics of autonomy and independence from France. To speak French (not to mention writing it) is thus to align oneself implicitly with the colonizer-so much so that after a radio talk upon her return, listeners phoned in to ask if this French-speaking Maryse Conde were White . 10 Conde's alienation from her island must have felt all the more wrenching because she considers Antillean culture to be actively generated by women more than by men: "Aux Antilles, ce sont les femmes qui elevent, qui eduquent, qui prennent les responsabilites, qui voyagent, qui vont, qui viennent et les hommes qui sont a l'arriere plan" 'In the Antilles, it is women who raise, who educate, who take responsibility, travel, come and go, and it is men who are in the background' (qtd in Jacquey 58). In Traversee, Conde will reconcile her own "foreign" activity with the struggles of women of color torn between tradition and modern life.
The Antillean New Novel, with a Difference
In writing Traversee de la mangrove, Conde is, as we have seen, alert to the evolving, ambivalent relationship between formal literature and a popular (oral) culture. Like the popular detective story, Traversee is structured around the death of one character, Francis Sancher, whose shadowy identity and enigmatic death are presented as two puzzles to be solved. As in a classical tragedy, the plot is clearly limited in time and space: the action takes place in one night in the small town of Riviere au Sel (Guadeloupe): the corpse is discovered in the evening, a wake 6 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 17, Iss. 1 [1993] while the search for (extratextual) cultural truths is carried out, the text playfully acknowledges its own fabrications and constructions through the self -references. Significantly enough, Patrick Chamoiseau's 1988 novel, Solibo magnifique, also mimics the crime story in a selfconscious study of Antillean oral culture in its relationship to Creole and French. But Chamoiseau's fiction remains more "realistic" and hence more hermetic for the non-Antillean than Conde's: Creole dialogue and regional colloquialisms in Chamoiseau's novel are most often left intact, leaving readers unfamiliar with them to fend for themselves. Conde's work, on the other hand, provides explanatory notes of Creole and regionalisms for French readers. In either case, the author's relationship to his or her readers remains problematic.
For whom does one write? No answer is entirely satisfying for the Antillean novelist. Conde insists on opening up her works to both local Antillean references and worldwide intertexts as they articulate the cultural phenomena that interest her. In one passage, the young Carmelien Ramsaran quotes from his school readings of Jacques Roumain's classic Haitian novel, Gouverneurs de la Rosee. Cannelien remembers that as a boy he adopted for his own account (as his textual "source") the Haitian novel's quest for natural springs ("sources") and eventually found one. Ironically, this successful search for a "source" in nature is carried out by a boy who has lost most of his cultural "sources" (origins) . With ancestors from India, Carrnelien nevertheless has little knowledge of Indian culture: "A Bordeaux, les gens le prenant pour un Indien des hides, dui parlaient de Satyajit Ray, dont it n'avait vu aucun film" 'In Bordeaux, people took [Cannelien] for an Indian from India and talked to him about Satyajit Ray, whose films he had never seen' (TM 190) . As she does with the "mangrove," Conde interweaves the multiple resonances of "sources," ranging from the intertextual "source" (Roumain) , to the cultural (origin, identity), and the natural (life-giving fountain).12 Antillean literature's viability relies on its ability to juggle its multiple sources.
Although the reference to Roumain is textually explicit, others are less so, with the result that the novel's intertexts may sometimes exceed a given reader's knowledge. But if some of Conde "Elle ne m'a jamais tenu la main" 'She never held my hand' (TM 196 (an imagined) responsibility for her mother's death through Sancher's death and Quentin's birth. Inside the text, the name "Quentin" becomes the sign of a mysterious cultural linkage, of repeated life patterns that take on the aura of a destiny that cannot be explained with a strictly rational, "sensible" logic. (Quentin is born at the stroke of midnight and will thus have "affaire avec les esprits" 'dealings with the spirits' [TM 101]) . As an intertextual device, the name brings into contact two texts (from Guadeloupe and the American South) about the passing from an old world to a new one. 16 
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Between Tradition and Modernity In Conde's fiction, subjectivity is always tied to the ability to tell a story, particularly one's own. Unlike Faulkner, Chamoiseau, and most New Novelists who either choose male narrating subjects or construct anonymous voices for which gender markings are only incidental, Conde gives voice to her female characters in a privileged way in Traversee. Whereas her male characters' lives are for the most part recounted by an omniscient third person narrator who first quotes a few lines from the character before telling his life story and ties to Sancher, the female characters all tell their own stories in the first person. They are not merely the objects of discourse, desire or a rigid social system inhibiting their education, movement, aspirations, and sense of self. By becoming active subjects, the female characters, thinking to themselves during the wake, symbolically break the silence about their personal disappointments and regrets and eventually become prepared to escape from some of the constraints that have shackled them. Their sufferings stem from arranged marriages, the handicap or death of a child, fraternal incest, the lack of love from a mother, the rejection of an only suitor, as well as from the implicit pain of being unheard.
(Sancher's role is crucial because he was the first to listen to them.) Each woman emerges from her reflection about Sancher with resolve, and the meditation brings the promise of major transformations: to leave the island, to start afresh, to seek forgiveness, principally for each to free herself from a suffocating past. The character Mira affirms: "Ma vraie vie commence avec sa mort" 'My real life begins with his death' (TM 245) , as if to confirm the Christ-like role Sancher fills (as the man mysteriously destined to die because of his ancestors' "original" sin).17 Because the women's pains are primarily private ones that female social roles have imposed on them, the first person narrative seems all the more appropriate to portray these unheard voices. In contrast, the male characters' lives are stereotypically turned more to public life (politics, public image, making money) and for the most part, they are less inclined to reflect on Sancher's death in terms of a transformative event. It is the women who are most clearly poised for change at the novel's end.
But having suggested a methodical opposition between male and female discourse in Traversee, I must immediately backtrack, because Conde's gender lines are never so clear. First, the third person narratives of the male characters are often recounted in indirect discourse which places the reader almost as close to the character as first person narrative would. And several of the male characters have also suffered 92 STCL, Volume 17, No. 1 (Winter, 1993) racial and cultural discrimination. Next, some of the men experience Sancher's presence and death as a liberation for their personal lives just as the women do (for example, Carmelien Ramsaran, Lucien Evariste, Emile Etienne). Finally, among the twelve male characters (and eight female), there are two males whose discourse is recounted in the first person: Joby Lameaulnes, a small boy who hates his rich and powerful father, and Xantippe, the local vagabond madman (or prophet?) who lost his family in a fire, and who seems to know the secret of Sancher's life and death. Both characters are marginal to the men in power and are thus in positions similar to the women.
One might then be tempted to rethink the male/female opposi- 
